The effect of food supply on the colonisation of barley by aerially dispersing spiders (Araneae).
A field experiment was carried out to determine whether different levels of food availability affected the retention rate of ballooning spiders landing in trays of seedling barley plants, half of which were infested with aphids from laboratory cultures. The trays were placed within bases in the field, then collected sequentially and spider numbers assessed in each tray. Deposition trays, containing trapping fluid only, were used to measure ballooning activity throughout the experimental period. The experiment was repeated four times. Overall, ballooning spiders were more likely to be retained in trays where aphid prey were present, with a total of 340 spiders found in the infested trays and 251 in the aphid-free trays, over the four experiments. Most of the spiders found were of the family Linyphiidae. In the second and fourth experiments the increased retention of spiders in the aphid-infested trays was statistically significant. Immature linyphiids alone also showed significantly higher retention in the infested trays in those two experiments and in the fourth experiment were largely responsible for the higher numbers found in the infested trays. There was also a statistically significant trend for a higher retention rate of female spiders, compared to males, in the barley trays than would have been expected from the ratios of females to males caught in the deposition trapping trays alone.